Scotus's first move was his commitment to the view that it is impossible for us to err with regard to the identity of the per se objects of our cognitive powers and acts. Because of his commitment to this view, as encapsulated in what I will call "Scotus's principle," Scotus reached the conclusion that the objects of all our cognitive acts are not individuals but common natures. In this life, we are directly acquainted only with replicable features. Granted, those features are actually present in individuals. Also, we do know that those features are present in individuals. But this is not part of what we are directly acquainted with, i.e. this is not part of the content of our cognitive acts. Rather, this is the result of an inference we can draw thanks to what we know about the metaphysical structure of the world.
Scotus's second move was his use of the distinction between, on the one hand, the state of our cognitive powers in our current condition and, on the other hand, what pertains necessarily to them. In the current condition, our intellect is bound to depend on the senses in order to acquire information about the extramental world. This posits a strong limitation on what we can know in this life. Scotus, however, maintained that the intellect's dependence on sense is contingent. In the next life, the intellect's independence from the senses will be restored. In the light of the distinction between what is contingent and what is not in our current situation, Scotus came to qualify his conclusion concerning the objects of our cognitive powers and acts. With regard to our sensory acts, he maintained that they are necessarily about natures and not individuals. With regard to our intellective acts, however, he came to think that they are only contingently not about individuals. There is nothing in the nature of individual things Cambridge University Press, 2002), 284-311, esp. 296-300; P. King, "Thinking about Things: Singular Thought in the Middle Ages," in G. Klima (ed.), Intentionality, Cognition, and Representation in Medieval Philosophy (New York: Fordham University Press, forthcoming). Scotus's position on sensitive cognition has been almost neglected, with the exception of the remarks in Bérubé, La connaissance, 161-65, where the issue is described as "a rather embarrassing problem" ("un problème plutôt embarrassant") for Scotus. In this paper, I will consider both intellective and sensitive cognition, as I think it profitable to keep the two issues together. or of our intellect that prevents our intellect from grasping the individuals. That our intellect is currently unable to do so is an admittedly lamentable but temporary situation, possibly to be explained as a consequence of the Fall. In the next life, we will be able to grasp individual things intellectually. Consequently, Scotus ultimately reversed the traditional Aristotelian view that sensory acts are about individual things while intellectual acts are about universals. According to Scotus, sensory acts are necessarily about non-individual items, whereas intellective acts may and indeed will be about individual things.
This paper is divided into three parts. First, I present the Aristotelian view current in Scotus's time about the object of our cognitive acts as well as Scotus's first attempts to deal with this issue, specifically concerning the question of the object of our sensory acts. Second, I turn to Scotus's solution to this problem as based on his adoption of what I will call "Scotus's principle," according to which it is impossible for us to err with regard to the identity of the per se objects of our cognitive acts. Third, I consider Scotus's distinction between the cognitive limitations that pertain necessarily to our nature and those that are merely contingent on our current situation. In this third and last part, I also take into account the role that intuitive cognition plays in our current situation.
i So let us consider the question, "What are our cognitive acts about?" as it was approached at the end of the thirteenth century, when Scotus started dealing with the issue. There is, of course, a straightforward answer to this question-our cognitive acts are about individual things. My act of seeing my neighbor's dog is about my neighbor's dog. Similarly, my act of tasting some wine has as its object the particular sample of wine I am drinking and my thinking of my friend Mary is directed at my friend Mary. As simple and appealing as this answer may sound, a thirteenth-century thinker would have had at least two complaints about it. The first complaint would have been that the question here does not concern the things we cognize as they are in themselves. Rather, the question concerns what is grasped of those things by our cognitive acts. So it is certainly true that, when I see my neighbor's dog, what I see is an individual thing, i.e. my neighbor's dog. But the question here is whether this is part of the content of that cognitive act at all. When I see my dog's neighbor, do I grasp that it is that particular dog that I am seeing? Or do I grasp that I am seeing an individual dog at all? This issue is reflected in the meaning of the term "object," which, roughly speaking, meant the thing grasped by an act as considered with regard to the specific account or description under which it is grasped. The second complaint would have been that a fundamental distinction must be drawn between two kinds of cognitive powers and, accordingly, two kinds of cognitive acts. Human beings were typically thought to have cognitive access to the world in two ways, i.e. through sense and through intellect. It was the standard Aristotelian position that our sensory acts are indeed directed at individuals. Specifically, these individuals are individual sensible qualities such as an individual instance of color, e.g. the patch of red I am looking at right now, or an individual instance of taste, e.g. the smoothness of the wine I drank yesterday. So when I see the color of my shirt, my act of seeing is actually about that individual instance of color. As it was said, that individual instance of color is the per se object of my act of seeing. Similarly, when I taste a glass of wine, my act of tasting is directed at that individual instance of smoothness as at its per se object. 2 In this regard, the defenders of this Aristotelian position were committed to two distinct claims. On the one hand, they wanted to say that our sensory acts are acts of or about individual qualities. On the other hand, they also wanted to say that a particular sensory act is necessarily about not just any individual quality, but about that particular quality. My act of seeing this patch of red would be a different act if it were directed at another patch of red. So there is a necessary connection between a particular sensory act and the particular individual quality it is about.
Things were thought to be different with regard to the acts of thinking, however. According to an often repeated claim rooted in the sayings of Aristotle and Boethius, sense is of individuals whereas intellect is of universals.
3 This claim was taken to spell out the difference between sense and intellect in terms of their objects. Whereas our acts of sensing are about individuals, our acts of thinking are about universal aspects of the world. When I see and hear, I see an individual color and I hear an individual sound. But when I think, I typically think of universal features or aspects of reality (we may be willing to call them "properties") such as humanity, redness, smoothness and so on. It is a notoriously difficult problem to determine the exact ontological status of these universal features. For the moment, however, we can remain noncommittal with regard to this issue.
Thomas Aquinas was a typical exponent of this position. Following Aristotle, he claimed that our sensory acts are about individuals, i.e. individual sensible qualities such as this particular color, that particular smoothness, etc.
4 By contrast, our intellective acts are about universals. Whereas the individuals our sensory acts are about are outside the mind (extra animam), the universals our intellective acts are about are in the mind (in anima). that there is no relationship between the objects of our intellective acts and the real features of the world. For Aquinas held that the concepts in our mind represent real features of the world. 5 As it happens, Aquinas noticed that there is an ambiguity in the term 'universal'. On the one hand, we mean by 'universal' a mental concept by which we represent something in the world. On the other hand, we mean by 'universal' the common nature that is represented by our universal concepts. Our intellective cognitive acts are not about concepts in our minds ("universal" in the first sense), but about real features in the world ("universal" in the second sense), even though the ontological status of those features is far from being clear. (This will be one of the aspects that Scotus tried to clarify). 6 But the details of Aquinas's position are not relevant here. What should be stressed is that Aquinas explained the difference between the objects of sensory and intellective acts as a consequence of the different way of working of the senses and the intellect, respectively. The senses take in the material aspects of something, such as its color and smell, by way of material organs (eyes, nose, etc.), which are physically modified by the sensible qualities whose likenesses are impressed in them.
7 By contrast, the intellect does not make use of organs and the information it takes in is not material, even though that information is at least initially conveyed through material media (i.e. when it is present at the sensory level). The work of the intellect is precisely to abstract this immaterial information from the material media in which it is originally encoded. In turn, Aquinas thought that the different way sense and intellect work is ultimately due to their respective natures. Whereas the senses are essentially material and linked to bodily functions, the intellect is not. Since Aquinas also held that what makes a thing particular is its matter, this difference between sense and intellect explains why the sense power and its acts are of particulars, i.e. about individuals, whereas the intellect and its acts are of universals, i.e. about universals:
It is important to know […] that a sense is a power in a corporeal organ. Intellect, on the other hand, is an immaterial power that is not the act of any corporeal organ. But each and every thing is received in another according to the mode of the recipient. And every cognition is produced by the cognized thing's somehow being in the one cognizing-namely, in virtue of a likeness. For what is actually cognizing is the very thing actually cognized. The senses, therefore, must corporeally receive a likeness of the thing being sensed. Intellect, in contrast, incorporeally and immaterially receives a likeness of what it cognizes. But in the case of corporeal and material things, the individuation of a common nature is the product of corporeal matter contained under determinate dimensions. A universal, on the other hand, exists through abstraction from this kind of matter and from the individuating material conditions. Therefore it is clear that a thing's likeness, received in the senses, represents that thing as it is singular. A likeness received in intellect, on the other hand, represents that thing as the defining character (rationem) of a universal nature. That is why the senses have cognition of singular things, whereas intellect has cognition of universals. And it is these latter that the sciences (scientiae) are concerned with. (Trans. Pasnau, 199-200). 8 Accordingly, the fact that the senses are about individuals and the intellect is about universals depend on their respective natures and, ultimately, on human nature itself. Since human beings are necessarily constituted of body and soul and since the senses operate by way of impression of bodily organs whereas the intellect operates in an immaterial way, it follows that the senses are necessarily about individuals and the intellect is necessarily about universals. This just depends on the way we are.
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There is an obvious problem with this account of the objects of our cognitive powers and acts. Specifically concerning the object of intellective acts, we do seem to be able to think about individuals, after all. When I think of my friend Mary, I am not thinking about a human being in general. Nor am I thinking about an individual human being, no matter which. My thought is about that particular human being, Mary. But according to Aquinas, the intellect, left to itself, is unable to reach an individual. No matter how many conceptual qualifications I add, I can never pin down my friend Mary. I may qualify my concept of human being by adding that of being tall, fair, generous, and so on. But each of these characteristics is replicable and can at least in principle be found in a different individual, as Aquinas well knew. 10 Aquinas, however, was perfectly willing to admit that we are able to think about individuals. Only, he argued that when we do so, our intellect cannot rely exclusively on its own concepts. In order to grasp individual things, our intellect must make use of images. Images may be considered as a refined version of the impressions that sensible qualities leave on our senses. As such, the production of images pertains to the sensory power, not to the intellect. It may be questionable whether Aquinas managed to explain in detail how this works.
11 But at least the following is clear: for Aquinas, our thinking about individuals must make use of images, not merely of concepts. So when I think of my friend Mary, I am able to do so because I can narrow down my concept of a human being not just by adding more specific concepts; I must also connect my concept of human being to the images I have of the sensible features of my friend Mary, such as the color of her eyes, the sound of her voice, etc. Only when I connect these concrete images of particular qualities to my thought of humanity ( So Aquinas did hold that we can think about individuals, but he maintained that in order to do so we cannot rely merely on our intellect and its concepts. We must also make use of images coming from the senses. Only in this way do our thoughts become thoughts of individuals. According to Aquinas's formula, the universal (e.g., the concept of human being in general) is the per se object of the intellect, whereas the individual (e.g., my friend Mary) is the object of the intellect merely per accidens. 13 The intellect grasps the individual not by way of its own concepts, but thanks to another cognitive power, i.e. sense and imagination. My thoughts are about a particular individual if and only if I supplement them with some particular image directly linked with the sensible features of that individual. If that were not the case, my thought would not be of an individual such as Mary. As a matter of fact, Aquinas held that my thought would not be a thought of an individual at all. It would be a universal thought, which could be applied to several individuals.
As is well known, Aquinas's account soon became an object of controversy. The arguments its critics insisted on were mainly theological. The claim that we can think of individuals only by making use of images was considered extremely problematic. If this were the case, it would become very difficult to account for two sorts of situations. First, only material beings have imagination. But then, how could we account for the knowledge that immaterial beings such as God and angels have of individuals? Second, images are only of material beings. But then, how could we account for the beatific vision, in which an immaterial being, i.e. God, is intellectually cognized by the blessed as an individual? Aquinas and his followers were aware of these two problems and tried to address them.
14 All the same, several Franciscan think- ers maintained that, in order to account for these two cases, Aquinas's position had to be supplemented. They claimed that not all intellective acts are about universals; some of them may be about individuals as well. The details of this position varied, but generally it was held that an intellective act can be directed per se at an individual because individuals can leave an impression in the intellect itself-as it was said, there are intelligible species of individuals as well as of universals. 15 Here, however, I would like to set aside this part of the story. Rather, I would like to consider some specifically philosophical problems of the position I have presented. It is here that Scotus entered the stage.
First of all, there is the problem of the ontological status of the object of our intellective acts. We have seen that Aquinas maintained that our intellective acts grasp universals. He had also noticed that there is an ambiguity in the term "universal." On the one hand, "universal" means a concept in our mind. On the other hand, "universal" means what this concept represents, i.e. a real feature in the world. Scotus agreed with all this, but he argued that this cannot be the whole story. For we should further inquire about the ontological status of that real feature represented by our universal concepts. Take for example a biologist's act of thinking about the necessary features that pertain to horses. Roughly speaking, this is what the concept of horseness is. As we have seen, in a sense this concept is in the mind of the biologist who thinks about the necessary features of horses. In another sense, however, this concept picks out some real features of horses in the world-their nature or essence. It is because of this essence that some properties pertain to horses necessarily. These necessary properties pertain to horses whether the biologist thinks of them or not. In other terms, horses constitute a natural kind not because we sort them out together. As matter of fact, it's our classification that depends on the way horses are, not the other way around. So Scotus concluded that we must posit in reality some real feature that corresponds to our universal concepts, and this real feature has its own identity independently of our act of thinking about it and identifying it. As a consequence, the object of our intellective acts is not the universal in our mind, but a real feature outside our mind, which is at least potentially replicable-in my example of the biologist thinking about horseness, this is the common nature, horseness.
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So far, Scotus's position on the object of our cognitive acts is not in contrast with Aquinas's Aristotelian position. It merely supplements it with some explanation about the status of the natures that are the objects of our intellective acts. It is when we turn to Scotus's position on the objects of our sensory acts that things become more interesting.
As is the case with respect to many other topics, Scotus's final position on the objects of our sensory powers and acts is the result of a development that we may witness in some detail in his Questions on the Metaphysics. Here I would like to indicate only a few aspects of this development. Scotus gave serious consideration to the standard interpretation of the Aristotelian claim that sense is about individuals whereas intellect is about universals. After all, this claim provides a 16 convenient way of distinguishing between sense and intellect in terms of their respective objects, so it is easy to understand that Scotus was reluctant to give it up.
17 Soon, however, the Aristotelian claim turned out to be very difficult to defend. Scotus was particularly concerned with the issue of the unity of the objects of our sensory powers. If senses are about individual qualities, how can we account for the unity of the object of each sense? We do not just sense individual colors or tastes, but colors of a certain type (for example, white or red) and tastes of a certain type (for example, dry or smooth). We compare and classify the sensible qualities we perceive. Ultimately, we classify all the sensible qualities of a certain kind under the label "color" (i.e. the object of sight), and the same is true for the objects of the other four senses. So it seems that our senses after all do not have scattered individual qualities as their objects. Rather, our senses seem to be about generic qualities such as "color." According to Scotus, this implies that there must to be something in reality to account for our sorting out individual sensible qualities under these generic labels. So we should conclude that the objects of our sensory powers are not individuals, but the natures that constitute those individuals as individuals of a certain kind. mon natures).
19 Second, the claim that sense has common natures as its objects implies that sense cognizes quiddities, not individuals. 20 Both claims are in stark contrast with the Aristotelian doctrine that sense is of the singular-a doctrine that Scotus was understandably reluctant to reject, as it provided a clear way to distinguish between sense and intellect in terms of their respective objects. Scotus took into account several possible solutions to these difficulties. With regard to the first problem, he first considered the possibility that the intellect is about the universal concepts whereas the senses are about the common natures that these concepts represent. But then he ultimately conceded that both sense and intellect are about the same object, i.e. the quiddity or common nature, not the individual. 21 With regard to the second problem, Scotus ultimately held the view that the sense does cognize quiddities, not individuals. So the difference between sense and intellect must be accounted for not in terms of different objects but in terms of what they make us know about a certain object. At least initially, Scotus held that sense knowledge is knowledge by acquaintance whereas intellective knowledge is knowledge by way of definition. So both sense and intellect are cognitions of the same thing, but only the intellect makes us know what that the thing is. So far, Scotus had considered what our sensory and intellective powers are about. He concluded that they are about the same sorts of things, i.e. replicable features in realitythe so-called "common natures." What about the objects of our sensory acts? Scotus argued that our sensory acts are about common natures as well. But he added that these natures are always "under singularity" (sub singularitate). Scotus's point here seems to be that, even though what we sense is a replicable feature, that replicable feature can be sensed only if it exists in an individual, just as a color can be seen only if it exists in a certain quantity. Just as we see the color red only if red exists in some extended body (even though red and the extension of that body are two items ontologically distinct), in the same way we sense a common nature only if that common nature exists in an individual. 23 But then, what about the individual itself? Is it ever sensed? It seems that our senses only pick out replicable qualities. But if the individual is not sensed, should we say that singularity can be grasped, if it can be grasped at all, only by the intellect? Scotus is not yet ready to embrace this claim, and understandably so, for it seems to run counter to the traditional Aristotelian position that sense is of the singular whereas intellect is of the universal. Accordingly, Scotus concluded this complicated passage with his typical reminder that the problem was still open and that he had to come back to this issue to consider it more thoroughly: Stude. ii Scotus did come back to this issue, both in other sections of his Questions on the Metaphysics and in his theological writings. This time he took a new approach. Scotus's new treatment was based on the insight that it is impossible for us to err with regard to the identity of the per se objects of our cognitive powers and acts. This insight lay at the heart of the principle that implicitly guided Scotus's new attempts to determine what the objects of our cognitive powers and acts were. I will call it "Scotus's principle":
(SP) Something cannot be a per se object of a cognitive power unless that cognitive power is able to distinguish that thing from any other item of the same kind once all other items belonging to different kinds have been removed. We cannot sense something or think about something if we can make a mistake with regard to the identity of that thing. For example, let us take a patch of color, say white. Suppose that I focus on the color of that patch in isolation from all the items that come with it but belong to different kinds, such as its extension (i.e. how big that patch is), location (i.e. where that patch is located), etc. I focus just on that color in itself. Suppose that at this point you distract my attention and substitute the original patch I was focusing on with a new patch. Suppose now that, when I return my attention to the patch of color, I am unable to tell the difference between the original patch and the new patch, so that I mistakenly judge that the patch I am looking at now is the same patch I was looking at before you distracted me. In that case, we should conclude that I am unable to distinguish the original patch from the new patch. According to Scotus's principle, we should also conclude that the object of my act of seeing-even before you distracted me-is not the original white patch, for it is possible for me to be mistaken with regard to its identity, as your substitution showed.
On the face of it, this principle seems highly questionable. For it seems that what I was seeing before you distracted me was the original white patch, even though I may be unable to distinguish it from the new patch. I think, however, that this objection depends on some confusion about what Scotus means by "object." But before turning to this point, let us consider if something can be said in support of Scotus's principle.
Scotus never formulated this principle in explicit terms, but he assumed a version of it as the major premise of his argument to establish that neither our sensory nor our intellective acts are about individuals.
25 Also, he never gave any argument in its support. He probably considered this principle as immediately entailed by the thesis of the infallibility of a cognitive power with regard to its proper objects-a thesis commonly assumed as fundamental by Aristotelians and by Scotus himself. 26 The gist of this thesis is that our cognitive powers-with the important restrictive condition that they should be in the proper condition-grant us knowledge of their objects. Scotus interpreted this claim as saying specifically that our cognitive powers and acts give us discriminating knowledge about their objects. This red patch is the object of my act of sight only if I am able to distinguish it, by that very act, from any other thing, including any other 25 This principle has an obvious advantage. It provides Scotus with a clear criterion to rule out possible candidates for the role of the per se object of our cognitive powers and acts. In order to determine that something is not what our cognitive acts are directed at, Scotus did not have to rely on any costly and possibly contentious metaphysical assumption. Specifically, Scotus attacked Aquinas's argument that our senses are of singulars and our intellect is of universals because our senses, being essentially connected with the body, work in a material way, whereas our intellect, being immaterial, works in an immaterial way. Aquinas's argument assumed that we can infer the nature of the object of our cognitive powers from the nature and way of working of our cognitive powers. But this inference is wrong, according to Scotus, because it is not necessary for a cognitive power and its object to be assimilated according to their way of being. The relationship between a cognitive power and its object is an intentional relationship that does not require any real identity with regard to the way something is. 27 Since we cannot count on a correspondence between the way a cognitive power is and works and the way its object is, it is fortunate that we can rely on another criterion to narrow down our search for the proper objects of cognitive powers and acts. We can at least rule out wrong candidates thanks to the assumption that each power and act must be able to distinguish its object from any other thing. Scotus observed that we are clearly unable to distinguish an individual sensory quality from any other sensible quality of the same kind. If two white patches overlap, I am unable to tell which is which. So it is possible for me to make a mistake with regard to the identity of this particular white patch. This is also true with regard to the identity of any individual sensible quality as 27 Ord. I, d. 3, p. 1, q. 3, nn. 120-22 (Vat. III, 74-75).
well as with regard to any individual shown to the intellect. If all temporal differences and all other accidents are taken away and only the individual is left, our intellect is unable to distinguish that individual from another one very similar to it. 28 If one objects that we can distinguish numerically different qualities because of their location in space, Scotus responds that spatial position is not part of the essence of a quality. But according to Scotus's principle, if something is the per se object of a cognitive power/act, then that power must be able to distinguish that thing from everything else once all other items belonging to different categories have been removed. Thus, Scotus concluded that individuals are not the objects of our sensory acts. It may be the case that, as a matter of fact, I am able to distinguish this individual quality from another quality very similar to it thanks to some small difference, say a different degree of intensity in color. But this difference is not part of the essence of that individual quality. So it is logically possible for that individual quality to exist without that difference in intensity. Therefore, it is logically possible for us to be unable to distinguish that individual quality from another one very similar to it.
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Scotus has an interesting argument to show that this is the case. 30 Suppose you are looking at a sunbeam. According to the astronomical and optical theory current in Scotus's time, that sunbeam is actually constituted of many sunbeams, s1, s2, s3 …, which strike the surface of the Earth at a different angle as the sun moves in its trajectory in the sky. Now we are unable to distinguish s1 from s2 and from s3. As a matter of fact, we perceive just one sunbeam when there are actually several numerically distinct sunbeams. Accordingly, our sight is unable to distinguish an individual item such as a sunbeam from another one sufficiently similar to it. From 28 31 One can object that at least I can count these sunbeams, so that I may be unable to distinguish them qualitatively but I can at least say that there are two different sunbeams (presumably, according to the different angles at which they strike the Earth). But Scotus answered that our sight is unable to count different sunbeams if the time they last is sufficiently short. Things can be counted if they can already be identified as different in some respect, not the other way around. 32 Scotus concluded that our sensory powers and acts are not about individuals. Rather, it is common natures, i.e. replicable features of the world, that are the objects of our sensory powers and acts. Scotus drew the same conclusion about the object of our intellective acts. All our cognitive acts, whether sensory or intellective, are directed at common natures:
[…] a power knowing some object per se under some account, will know it per se even when everything else is removed and only that object remains. Now this is not the case with our intellect or our sense as regards the individual per se; therefore, etc.-Proof of the first part of the minor: the most distinct intellection of the individual seems to be of some concept which the intellect knows distinctly; but positing such precisely, and removing [all] time differences and the various degrees of intensity as well as all other accidents befalling such an intention, it does not seem that our intellect knows how to distinguish or differentiate this intention from the intention of any other individual of the same species that may be shown to it; there-fore, etc.-Proof of the second part of the minor by the same [argument]: this whiteness may be put in the same place with that whiteness, and this remains this and that remains that, because this is not this by the fact that it is in this place. Does the sense discern that in the same place there are two whitenesses, if they are equally intense? It does not. Also, how does vision discern the difference between the rays of the sun, which however some assume are continually varied? (Trans. Etzkorn and Wolter modified, II, 259). senses not the intellect can grasp what distinguishes two individuals, even though the intellect can conclude by way of reasoning that two individuals are different. 34 Similarly, Scotus himself had remarked that both sense and intellect can be mistaken with regard to the identity of two very similar individuals-with the interesting exception of the intellective cognition that we have of our own soul and of its acts. But our intellect can be mistaken about the identity even of our own body, as God could substitute our body with another one, without any interruption of our act of thinking about our body. From this, Scotus concluded that the individual differentia is unknown to us in this life. 35 But from this argument both Vital du Four and Scotus had concluded merely that our sensory and intellective acts fail to pick out that by which one individual is different from another of the same species. Scotus principle," however, induced him to draw also a stronger (and more controversial) conclusion, i.e. that it is common natures and not individual things that are the objects of both sensory and intellective acts. Not only can we not grasp that by which two individuals are distinguished; we do not even grasp individuals at all. So Scotus was committed not only to the relatively uncontroversial claim that I am unable to distinguish between the smoothness of two different wines, if they are very similar to each other. He even claimed that the smoothness I taste is not something individual at all.
As I have already mentioned, this claim, in itself surprising, seems to be just false. I may indeed be unable to distinguish the individual smoothness of the wine I drank yesterday from a very similar individual smoothness. But it still seems to be the case that what I tasted was an individual instance of smoothness and that it was that particular smoothness. The fact that I may fail to identify it correctly is irrelevant to the fact that my sensory act was about it. Similarly, suppose that, unbeknownst to me, my friend Mary has an identical twin, Ann. Suppose also that, again unbeknownst to me, Mary and Ann have been swapping places during my acquaintance with them. It does not follow that my thoughts are neither about Mary nor about Ann but about the features they have in common. Rather, it seems to follow that some of my thoughts are about Mary while others are about Ann, even though I may be ignorant of this.
As a consequence, there seems to be something deeply wrong with Scotus's principle. Something does seem to be the object of a cognitive power/act even though that power/act is not able to distinguish that thing from any other thing very similar to it. Our cognitive acts do seem to be about individuals, even though we may be unable to distinguish one individual from the other.
One can try to defend Scotus's position by distinguishing between two claims. First, there is the claim that our cognitive acts are not necessarily about this particular individual, say Mary, if that individual is very similar to another one, say Ann. All the same, our cognitive acts are about individuals, even though not necessarily about this or that individual. Second, there is the claim that our cognitive acts are not about individuals at all but about some features common to individuals. Of course, one can concede that Scotus was committed to the first claim. Our cognitive acts do not necessarily grasp this or that particular individual, because we may be unable to tell one individual from another. At the same time, one can deny that Scotus was committed to the second and much more controversial claim, i.e. that our cognitive acts are not about individuals at all. It is true that our cognitive acts may not be necessarily about this or that particular individual. All the same, they are cognitive acts of individuals, not of common natures.
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Scotus did take into consideration something like this position, at least with regard to the objects of the senses. At some point, he argued that the individual differentia is not sensed, but that what is sensed is nevertheless an individual thing. 37 However, he ultimately rejected this possibility, as we have seen. 38 It seems that there are at least two reasons for denying that Scotus's ultimate position was to accept the distinction between knowing an individual as an individual and knowing an individual as this particular individual. First, from the fact that our cognitive powers and acts cannot distinguish one individual from another, Scotus explicitly concluded that the objects of our cognitive acts are not individuals at all, but common natures. 39 Second, Scotus held that the individual difference is responsible both for making something into an individual (i.e. something that cannot be divided into subjective parts) and for making it the pat-36 This is King's point in his "Thinking about Things." 37 icular individual it is. 40 As a consequence, if we fail to grasp the individual differentia of something, we fail to grasp both that by which something is a particular individual and that by which that thing is an individual at all. Now, as we have seen, Scotus argued that we grasp the individual differentia only of our own soul and of its acts. In all the other cases, we may infer that there must be an individual differentia-but this is not part of what we grasp when sensing and thinking about something. So we should conclude that in all other cases we do not grasp individuals at all.
Should we conclude that Scotus is committed to an implausible claim? I think that Scotus's position looks much less implausible once we consider what Scotus and his contemporaries meant by the term "object."
41 There is no doubt that the thing I am seeing or tasting is, in itself, an individual quality. Similarly, there is no doubt that what I am thinking about is, in itself, an individual thing, say my friend Mary. But Scotus clearly held that, in this context, we are not talking about what things are in themselves. We are talking about what we grasp by our sensory and intellective acts. So we should distinguish between, on the one hand, what a thing is in itself and, on the other hand, the object of our cognitive powers and acts. A thing, in itself, is the result of the union between a common aspect (the common nature) and 40 Ord. an individual differentia. 42 In reality, the common nature and the individual differentia cannot be separated. But when we are talking about what is grasped by our cognitive acts, the individual differentia is not part of the content of our acts. 43 Our cognitive acts only pick out the common nature, i.e. what in an individual is not repugnant to being replicated. The individual and the fact that this replicable feature is actually united to an individual differentia is not part of the content of our acts, according to Scotus. We may indeed know that the nature we are grasping is part of an individual. But this is a conclusion we reach by argument, not merely by focusing on the immediate content of our acts. Individuals are beyond the reach of our simple acts of grasping cognitive contents. To insist on the claim that our cognitive acts are directed at individuals would mean, for Scotus, to confuse the study of the objects of our cognitive acts with the study of what things are in themselves.
So we are left with Scotus's claim that all our cognitive acts are about common natures. Our cognitive acts do not grasp individuals. We stop at the most specific kind, the species specialissima, i.e. a nature that, no matter how specific, is still at least potentially replicable. For example, when I see a color and I taste some wine, what I see is a very specific hue of red and what I taste is a very specific sort of smoothness. But my sensory acts cannot reach the individual color and the individual smoothness. The object of my sensory acts is something replicable, no matter how specific. Similarly, when I think about my friend Mary, what I am actually thinking about is not Mary, but some features in Mary that in themselves are not repugnant to being found in other people, i.e. a common nature. Scotus explained that we can make our thoughts more and more specific in order to come as close as possible to individuals. So we add many qualifications to the concept of a specific nature. concept of human being I may add several features taken from sensible qualities, such as a certain hair color, a certain sound of voice, and so on. These additions are very helpful to make our thoughts more focused, so to speak. I may have the concept of somebody who has long hair, a certain tone of voice, who is gentle, clever, etc. If I add the concept individual to my list, it seems that I can finally have some concept of an individual-even though I can never pin down a particular individual. But the result of this operation is a complex concept, i.e. a description. So our intellect is not able, in this life, to grasp a particular individual, and, more generally, it is not even able to grasp any individual-no matter whichexcept in a roundabout way by using a complex descriptive concept. 44 All our concepts of individuals are as a matter of fact descriptions of natures to which we append the concept singular or individual. But that what we are thinking of is an individual is not part of the content of our immediate act of perceiving it. Rather, it is a piece of information that we add to that, which we originally grasp. We can add this piece of information, it seems, only because we reason that if what we are thinking of is an extramental item, it must exists in an individual way. But this is an inference that we can draw only by committing ourselves to a certain metaphysical view about how things are in the world. When we take into account all this information and we add it to the simple grasp 44 that we have of the common features that are the actual objects of our thoughts, we obtain a complex description. Apart from that common description, we do not have any cognitive grasp of individuals:
And in this way, when I think of Adam, I do not understand the singular, because if he were shown to me intellectually, I would not know that it was he himself, but I would have a concept composed of 'man' and 'singular,' which is some common of second intention. And it is also this sort of composed concept that I have when I think of any singular." 45 (Trans. Etzkorn and Wolter, modified, II, 237)
As I have shown, Scotus drew this conclusion because of his commitment to the view that we cannot err with regard to the identity of the per se objects of our cognitive acts, as this view is encapsulated in what I called "Scotus's principle." Since we can and do make mistakes with regard to the identity of individual things, even when our cognitive powers are working perfectly, Scotus concluded that we do not have cognitive access to individual things, neither by sense nor by intellect. What we have access to are replicable featurescommon natures. Accordingly, Scotus had to posit common natures in reality if he wanted to maintain both the principle that we cannot err with regard to the identity of the per se objects of our cognitive acts and that our cognitive acts pick out real aspects of the world and not merely their phenomenological impressions left in us. And this is what Scotus did. One of the arguments in support of the mind-independent unity of natures is indeed based on an appeal to the object of the senses. iii What Scotus said so far applies to the objects of both sensory and intellective acts. As we have seen, Scotus held that, in our present condition, neither sensory nor intellective acts pick out individuals. But now we can ask: does this limitation pertain necessarily to the human cognitive apparatus? Or is it just a contingent limitation which eventually can be remedied?
When dealing with this issue, Scotus distinguished between the case of the intellect and the case of the senses. With regard to the intellect, Scotus argued that there is nothing in an individual that in principle cannot be grasped by the intellect. Admittedly, our intellect, under current conditions, does not have a cognitive grasp of individuals. But this depends neither on the nature of things nor on the nature of our intellect. Our current limitation is contingent, and will be removed in the blessed state. 47 When the human intellect is able to realize all its potentialities, it will grasp the individual differentia and distinguish in an infallible way between individuals of the same kind, no matter how similar they are to each other. 48 According to Scotus, it is uncertain whether our current limitation is a punishment for the Fall or merely a consequence of the necessity to harmonize our sensory and intellective faculties. But Scotus was certain that the current limitation is due to our intellect's dependence on the senses in order to grasp its object. When such a limitation is removed, our intellect will be able to pick out individual things in the world, and not just itself and its own acts. 49 Things are different with respect to our senses and sensory acts. Scotus maintained that inability to grasp individual things is a necessary feature of the senses. The senses are constitutionally focused on natures. They are not fine-grained enough to pick out individuals. Haeccitas non sentitur, Scotus says-and this is not just a contingent fact. 50 No matter how developed our senses may have been in the state of innocence, they still missed the individual differentia, probably because for Scotus the individual differentia does not have anything to do with matter. 51 It is just because the intellect is currently united with the senses that we are currently unable to grasp individual things by intellective acts:
[…] this inability to cognize individuals does not pertain to us because it is repugnant to our intellect,-for in Heaven we will cognize individuals under their own proper aspects (such as ourselves and God as He is in Himself) by way of the same intellect that we currently have. Otherwise, we would not be blessed. But in the current situation, our intellect cognizes only what can generate an image, because it is immediately changed only by an image or what can be imagined. An individual entity, however, is not that on account of which an image can be generated; only a nature-which precedes that individual entity-is such a thing. For that individual entity cannot by its own nature move any cognitive power apart from the intellect; and it is due to the intellect's connection to imagination that now the individual entity cannot move our intellect. In Heaven, however, there will be no such connection. Therefore there, when we are blessed, this thing as this very thing will be understood as it is in itself. (My translation) Thus, Scotus came to hold the reverse of the standard Aristotelian position that sense is of the singular while intellect is of the universal. In the current situation, neither the senses nor the intellect grasp individual things-with the sole exception of our intellective grasp of our own soul and of its acts as individuals. But whereas it is impossible for our sensory acts to ever reach individual things, our intellective acts can and will be about individual things. That currently they are not is due to the intellect's contingent dependence on sense and imagination in order to reach its objects.
All the same, we may suspect that even in the current situation some acquaintance with individuals is required. Consider contingent judgments. I judge that the wine I am drinking is good. I judge that Mary is my friend. Or consider our desires and volitions-they do seem to be directed at individual things; accordingly, they also seem to require some knowledge of individuals.
Scotus had a solution. He did maintain that we do not have cognitive access to individuals in this life. We only know natures, i.e. what in an individual is not repugnant to being replicated. Similarly, it seems, our desires, decisions and cognitive acts are all directed at natures, not at individuals. This is the price that Scotus had to pay in order to maintain his commitment to the view that we cannot err with regard to the identity of the per se objects of cognition. All the same, Scotus contended that, even though we do not have cognition of individuals, we do grasp things as existing and pres- as intellective acts of intuitive cognition are required in order to account for our capacity to make contingent judgments. 55 So the perception that something exists at the present time is part of the content of a specific class of cognitive acts, i.e. acts of intuitive cognition. But Scotus also seemed to think that our intellect, in this life, can grasp something as existing and present to itself only by relying on some information coming from the senses. 56 For example, when I think of my friend Mary not just in abstract but as existing at the present time, i.e. when her existence is part of what I am thinking about, as when I make the judgment "Mary is intelligent," I have to supplement the object of my thought with some information coming from the senses, e.g. from seeing the color of her hair and listening to the sound of her voice. So the sense does prevent our intellect from grasping individual things in this life, but it also provides us with an extremely important access to something as existent.
Thus, according to my interpretation, Scotus distinguished between intuitive cognition and cognition of individuals, and this distinction plays an important role in his thought. Whereas we do not currently have cognition of individuals, we do have intuitive cognition, at least at the sensory level and probably also at the intellectual level, thanks to some help coming from the senses. Some interpreters have indeed maintained that Scotus's intuitive cognition is cognition of individuals. 57 But this does not seem to be the case. Scotus explicitly claimed that sensory acts are instances of intuitive cognition, but he also argued, as we have seen, that sensory acts are about natures, not individuals. So it must be possible to have intuitive cognition of natures, at least at the sensory level. 58 58 Scotus also distinguished between individuality and existence and claimed that intuitive cognition is of a nature as existing but not of a na-that both abstractive and intuitive cognition can be either of individuals or of natures:
[…] cognition is twofold, namely abstractive and intuitive […],-and by way of both cognitions it is possible to cognize both the nature as it is prior to individuality and the nature as it is this [particular nature].
(My translation)
So my acts of seeing and tasting are not directed at this particular white and this particular smoothness, respectively. They are about common natures grasped as existing, i.e. a certain hue of white and a certain sort of smoothness as present to my senses. Of course, that hue of white and that sort of smoothness do exist in individuals. They do not exist in the world just as natures. Also, we do know that such a nature is united with a certain individual differentia. But this is not what is directly perceived in my acts of cognition-not even of my acts of intuitive cognition. That such a nature is united to an individual differentia is not a piece of information that we can get from the mere analysis of the content of our cognitive acts of grasping simple contents. Rather, it is the conclusion of a metaphysical argument.
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As a consequence, we are currently in a somewhat lamentable situation of not being able to sense or think of individuals-apart from our soul and the acts of our soul. But we are able to sense and think of extramental natures as existing. And this seems to be what really matters. I may regret that in the current situation I cannot have a cognitive grasp of my friend Mary as an individual, as I may be mistaken in all my acts of identifying Mary and as a consequence all my thoughts about her are actually about some replicable fea-tures present in my friend Mary, not about Mary as this individual or even as an individual at all. I may indeed conclude that Mary must be an individual, since she exists and I know that, if something exists, it must be constituted of a nature and an individual differentia. But this is not part of what I directly perceive in my act of thinking of Mary. Rather, it is the result of an inference. All the same, what matters is that the nature I am thinking about does exist and that I am able to grasp that nature as existing. If that nature turns out not to be Mary at all is something that, ultimately, does not seem to make any difference to me. As a matter of fact, it cannot make any difference, as I am not in a position to find it out. Only in the next life will my cognitive acts be about individuals. Before that moment, I can find some comfort in the fact that the object of my thought is real and exists, even though her individuality escapes me.
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